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Food in a Rural Town:
The Complexities Of Procurement
Margaret Kubek
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
Abstract: In recent years, access to food for particular areas in the United
States, both rural and urban, has become problematic. Big box retailers have
put smaller community grocers out of business and are typically not located in
rural areas. Food insecure areas are generally known as food deserts, a term
that has entered the popular nomenclature. The USDA attempts to capture areas that are food insecure through the creation of mapping tools that rely upon
particular indicators, such as geographic distance to a supermarket, availability
of a vehicle, and alternative sources of food. Phelps, the site of this research
project, is a small town in northern Wisconsin that once had a supermarket
which closed down due to competition from larger supermarkets in other towns
in the area. Along with travel to surrounding areas for food, residents of this
town procure some of their food in ways not considered on the USDA research
tool. They hunt, fish, forage, and grow backyard gardens. This paper argues
that the tools developed by the USDA, and the concept of food deserts as described in the literature, do not capture the unique experience of the residents
of this town. Ethnographic research provides a lens through which to critique
and complement current tools and literature around the topic of food security
and food deserts.
Key words: food deser t, food (in)secur ity, r ur al, USDA

In the past decade, research on food deserts and food (in)security has
entered social science literature as more people in the United States find themselves unable to put enough food on the table. Research ranges from broad
critiques of food policy, analysis of specific communities, and ethnographic
data about alternative agriculture. The United States Department of Agriculture
provides quantitative data about this topic through mapping tools that categorize areas as food deserts. This paper explores the complicated nature of food
deserts as a concept and uses ethnography to illustrate the fact that some residents of the research site, Phelps, WI, procure food in ways not taken into acField Notes: A Journal of Collegiate Anthropology 6(1): 38-61 (June 2014)
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count by the USDA with methods that include backyard gardening, hunting,
foraging, and berry picking. For other residents, the research site is a food desert, as described by the USDA, because they either do not have the time, the
inclination, or the skills to procure their food in any other way than frequenting
a grocer. The purpose of this research project is twofold. The first is to analyze
the adaptive strategies that have coalesced around the community's lack of
access to affordable, fresh food. The second objective is to add to the body of
literature focused on food systems. There is a substantial amount of published
literature that analyzes urban food systems; this project will investigate the
food system of a town in a rural area in northern Wisconsin. The main research
question evaluates the processes that occur when individuals lose convenient
access to fresh, affordable food. Phelps supported a small grocer that carried a
selection of foods so that a trip to another grocer was not required. Two decades ago the vibrant and frequently visited supermarket, the “Big Store,” was
sold and after that point began to decline; approximately 5 years ago, the Big
Store closed down with spoiling food being marketed for sale. How did townspeople cope with the closure? How did their local food system change and
adapt to a lack of access to affordable food? What types of new food procurement systems were enacted in order to ensure that the population obtained
food? This paper will argue that the tools provided by the USDA do not illuminate the complexities of the research site, which include low access to food
provided by grocery stores and high access to food provided by hunting, foraging, fishing, and alternative agriculture not accounted for on the USDA maps.
This research project relies upon participant observation and interviews to add
to the body of literature on the topic of communities that are food insecure, as
well as to inform on individual adaptation in the face of complicated and timeconsuming food procurement. Through ethnographic research at a specific site
categorized a food desert, this paper critiques the USDA’s mapping tools that
deem certain sites as food deserts.
This study is unique in the realm of local food system studies for three
reasons. The first is that Phelps is not a stereotypical rural area. It is part of a
tourism system in the north woods of Wisconsin that draws visitors from
downstate Wisconsin and northern Illinois. Second, Phelps is surrounded by
opportunities to develop alternative food procurement. Residents of Phelps
hunt, fish, and garden on a regular, seasonal basis in order to maintain their
diet, and as a cultural practice. Third, Phelps is a company town which relied
upon the logging industry for employment and economic growth. The logging
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industry has left Phelps, and the town is now struggling to maintain existing
businesses and keep residents.
Research background
The notion of the food desert entered the nomenclature in the U.S.
only a few years prior to the USDA’s development of the food desert locator in
2008. Food desert is an ambiguous metaphor that is not well-defined in the
literature. Definitions include: “areas of relative exclusion where people experience physical and economic barriers to accessing healthy food” as defined by
the Low Income Project Scheme (Shaw 2006:231); “socially distressed neighborhoods with poor access to healthy food” (Larsen and Gilliland 2009:1158);
“a dearth of large grocery stores” (Lee 2012:1193); and a place “where cheap
and varied food is only accessible to those who have private transport or are
able to pay the costs of public transport if this is available” (Coveney and
O’Dwyer 2009:45). Finally, the USDA defines food desert as a low income
census tract where a substantial number of residents have low access to a supermarket or larger grocery store (ErnstFriedman 2011).
Researchers are grappling with the usefulness of the phrase food desert for solving food inequities, as well as determining a standard definition in
order to legitimize the body of literature on this topic. Shaw (2006:241-242)
attempts to develop a food desert classification system and comes up with no
less than 10 different types of food deserts. This illuminates the idea that living
in a food desert is an individualized experience based upon personal circumstance. In Shaw’s study (2006), individuation and agency are elucidated by her
breakdown of access to food into ability (anything that physically prevents
access), asset (any financial barriers), and attitude (a state of mind that prevents
access).
In the literature, the term food desert may be generalized to all settings, rural and urban, which makes it difficult for researchers to build upon the
ideas of others. Michimi and Wimberley (2010) found significant differences
in urban and rural food deserts with regard to causation, adaptation to living in
a food desert, and potential interventions to alleviate the problem. Differences
between the two areas include the fact that rural areas are geographically isolated from full-service grocers while those in urban areas might have a grocer
that appears geographically proximal but a lack of private and public transportation prevents access; urban areas, sometimes referred to as “food swamps,”
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might have a variety of food options in close proximity, such as convenience
stores and fast food restaurants, but limited access to healthy foods due to the
nature of these options or financial barriers. Rural areas typically do not have
many options, and it is possible that urban areas have better access to healthy
foods via farmers’ markets, community gardens, and home gardens while individuals in rural areas might rely upon roadside stands, direct exchange with
neighbors, and home gardens as well (Michimi and Wimberley 2010). The
same situation applies to the research site for this project; however, there is a
fledgling farmers’ market and community supported agriculture project that
expands residents’ access to food in the summertime. Again, it is evident that
every region has defining characteristics, but here the research lens will be
brought to the household level to enable the researcher to parse out the causation of limited food access.
There are other terms used to describe limited access to food beyond
food desert. These include unsupportive food environments, food denial situations (Shaw 2006), and food disparities or inequities. Arguably the most common term used in the United States has been food security and food insecurity.
Prior to the introduction of the phrase food desert, food security was the most
commonly used phrase to describe a situation where an individual, family, or
community has difficulties procuring food. In the literature, the term food (in)
security is less ambiguous than food desert. Definitions include “the ready
availability of nutritionally adequate, safe foods, and the assured ability to acquire them in social acceptable ways” and the access by all people at all times
to adequate food for a healthy, active life (Kendall and Kennedy 1998:337);
and the assured access of all people to enough food for an active healthy life
through the normal channels (Wisconsin Food Security Project 2012). Within
the food security literature McEntee (2009) points out that a shift in focus over
the past three or four decades has been from the global problem of food security to security at the individual level. In “Food Security: A Post-modern Perspective,” Maxwell (1996) highlights how transnational exports of food, and
global processes in general, shifted the perspective from a modern to a postmodern issue. For instance, in the late 1970s food security experts came to the
understanding that even if there is enough food to feed everyone in a region
there are some individuals that have difficulties accessing adequate amounts of
food. Moreover, a methodological shift from looking at objective, quantifiable
indicators, such as amount of caloric intake, to more subjective indicators, such
as the types of food eaten by those facing food insecurity has become a research focal point. Along with analysis at the individual level, researchers have
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begun to explore the idea of community food security which ensures that all
community members have access to nutritionally adequate food that is culturally acceptable from a food system that is sustainable (Community Food Security Coalition 2008). The notion of community food security as described above
aligns with food desert regions indicated on the USDA food desert locator
map.
McEntee (2009) does not see value in the use of the term food desert
to describe food insecurity. He believes the metaphor is a confusing, evocative
term that describes what it must be like to live in an area with limited food
access, but is not an objective term for the purpose of academic scholarship
and pragmatic interventions. McEntee’s research focus is to “demonstrate that
access is a more accurate and less misleading concept than food deserts when it
comes to highlighting food inequalities” (McEntee 2009:350). The author also
finds that in the literature food deserts are typically used in two ways. The first
of these is a broad use of the term that seeks to describe a general setting where
people live while the second is more specific and generally describes barriers
to attaining healthy food which, in the literature, are typically geographic, financial, and knowledge-based obstacles. The phrase food desert is perplexing
due to its ambiguousness, multivalent interpretation and its evocativeness related to one’s notion of a desert; however, it is important to contend with because
of its current popularity in the academic literature and the general public.
McEntee prefers the term food access to describe various obstacles to obtaining food which can include financial access, geographic accessibility, access to
information, and personal choice. Once the term food desert is parsed and operationalized, the concept of access to food becomes the focal point that better
describes food system disparities (McEntee 2009).
As researchers become more adept at pinpointing the causes of food
insecurity and devising solutions, a methodological shift occurs that better determines causation as it relates to individuals and communities. Qualitative and
quantitative measurements are required to fully grasp an individual’s inadequate access to food. McEntee (2009:357) calls for measurements that assess a
variety of variables (geography, economics, knowledge, shopper motivation,
and choice) that include objective and subjective indicators, and concludes that
qualitative data from interviews, focus groups, and surveys are necessary. Subjective indicators include knowledge of healthy eating, motivation, and personal attitudes toward a nutritionally-balanced diet; all of these factors involve
personal agency. In order to classify food deserts, Shaw (2006) used a variety
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of measurement tools including mapping the physical location of different
types of food stores and conducting semi-structured interviews. Garth (2009)
explores a city in Cuba, whose food availability decreased dramatically when
the Soviet Union collapsed, by mapping how individuals spatially locate food
in relation to their homes as well as by exploring older residents’ memories of
better times. All of these methodological tools fully illustrate food insecurity
causation at the individual, community, and regional level.
In recent years, there has been an increase in academic scholarship
that focuses on the various ways in which people access food via alternative
means which encompasses individuals purchasing food from places other than
a grocer or growing their own food. In “Capitalism and Its Discontents” (2009), Joan Gross explores the ways in which people are taking extreme measures to avoid traditional retail shopping and making due in an area
of rural Oregon that has been labeled a food desert. In this region, “back to the
landers” and “freegans” manage to feed themselves without relying on supermarkets or corner stores. Gross details the lives of “back to the landers” who
practice subsistence agriculture, a lifestyle that takes a substantial amount of
time which makes it impossible to hold down a full-time job. Individuals who
subscribe to this lifestyle would rather work all day to produce their own food
than work at a job in order to pay for their food. According to Gross, some of
the “back to the landers” who were part of her ethnographic study were purposefully sidestepping the capitalist system in which food exists, and she critiques capitalism by stating, “food in the capitalist system is just another commodity wherein exchange value is privileged over use value and maximum
profit drives the system” (Gross 2009:74). Individuals who practice subsistence agriculture relate to food as something with use value only. They do not
intend to sell their goods; however, they may exchange food for food or other
items, but no money exchanges hands in these transactions. Due to their commitment to provisioning themselves, “back to the landers” are connected to the
place in which they live. This paper will explore alternative agriculture and
alternative means of procuring food.
Settings and methodology
Phelps, WI is the focus of this ethnographic project. It is a town in
Vilas Countyi, and has a population of less than 1,500 people. Phelps is in an
idyllic setting; when one drives into the town from either the north or the
south, North Twin Lake is in view. Driving into town from the north provides
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a stunning view of the lake from the top of a hill. When the lumber industry
was lucrative in the area, Phelps had a company store called the “Big Store,” a
movie theater, and places to enjoy food and drink. Today, Phelps has an ice
cream shop, two taverns, a well-frequented library, a boat repair shop, and a
small but dynamic museum dedicated to the town’s history. The people of
Phelps are mainly of Scandinavian heritage and most work in other towns
since there is no industry or vibrant tourism business in Phelps.
According to the original USDA Food Desert map (ERS-USDA
2012)ii, Phelps is located in the middle of a large swath of food desert. Most of
Vilas County, which borders upper Michigan at the north central portion of the
state, is a food desert. The exception is Eagle River, a vacation town, which
has two of the major supermarkets frequented by many Phelps’ residents.
Moreover, there are food desert regions to the east and north of Phelps in Forest County, WI and Gogebic County, MI. Per USDA tools accessed in 2012,
Phelps was in the middle of a food desert that spanned three counties. Based
upon the USDA food desert locator, there is no question that Phelps is located
in an area deprived of easily accessible, affordable food from a grocery store.
The food desert locator shows that 44.5% of people living in Vilas County
have low access to food and in 2008 the poverty rate was at 11.5%. According
to the new Food Access Research Map, which looks at distance to grocery
stores as well as access to a vehicle, Phelps is not located in a food desert but
the surrounding area is food insecure.
The Phelps “Big Store” closed down 5 years ago, but it should be
noted that Phelps does have a convenience store. The prices are so high, and
the selection minimal, that it is not the ideal place for locals to shop. It is mainly for staples, such as beer, pizza, cereal, and peanut butter for tourists to purchase so that they do not have to transport groceries. As an example of the high
prices, one of my informants enjoys telling the story of how she was out of
Raisin Bran and was forced to buy some at the convenience store for over $6 a
box. She still cannot get over that price. Many informants relayed that the convenience store is not a viable option for the residents of Phelps due to income,
however, during one interview I was told that some of the senior citizens of the
town rely on the convenience store for most of their groceries because they are
not as mobile as other individuals; one senior citizen ended up purchasing two
bags of groceries for $70.
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The qualitative data for this project was obtained through participant
observation during the summer and fall of 2011, semi-structured interviews
while the researcher worked at the farmers’ market and on a local farm, and
formal interviews with 12 informants (see Appendix A for interview questions). This methodology is firmly based in anthropological research methods
in order to elucidate the complexities of a specific area and individuals’ decisions around food procurement based upon their particular circumstances. My
family has owned a cottage 10 minutes north of Phelps for 42 years. When I
was in elementary and high school, my family would move to Phelps during
the summer months and participated fully in summer activities. My mom
coached the Phelps’ Girls Softball team, which my sister and I played on every
year, and I had summer friends who I was as close to as my friends from the
school in my hometown. For this reason, I have marginal insider status at this
research site to the extent that I was not a stranger to many people in the town.
I had immediate access to certain informants because I or my family knew
them. However, I am not a local and would be considered an outsider, or
“flatlander,” by most residents. I also met people who later became informants
as I conducted participant observation in town, worked on a farm, and tended a
booth at the local farmers’ market. When I arrived in Phelps to conduct research, I first went to the downtown area to ascertain which individuals in
town were growing food. My first stop was the diminutive Chamber of Commerce office, because it seemed the liveliest locale in the town at the time.
There I received the names of three couples who were cultivating a variety of
different foods: sheep for wool, a community supported agriculture (CSA) project, and apple orchards. I had met one couple previously, and I was familiar
with another couple, but it was the couple who I had never met that provided
the entree into my richest ethnographic experiences, including helping out at a
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) project and selling produce at the
Phelps’ Farmers’ Market.
Results and analysis
Shopping for groceries in Phelps is complicated and difficult, but a
necessary task nonetheless. When asked about their grocery store options most
residents were dissatisfied with their choices and waxed nostalgic about the
“Big Store” in Phelps that started to become an undesirable shopping option
about a decade ago. All of my informants found the inconvenience of shopping
for food, the various faraway locations of the closest grocers, and the prices
barely tolerable. Phelps residents can drive to three different towns to purchase
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their groceries. Iron River is a town 28 miles north of Phelps in Michigan. It
was settled by Italians and historically has had an Italian medium-sized grocer
called Angeli’s. Once a month Angeli’s has a sale on Saturday and one couple
I spoke with will sometimes make the drive north to Angeli’s in order to purchase Italian specialty items, but that is rare. Eagle River is a popular tourist
town located on a chain of lakes about 16 miles south of Phelps; it has two
grocery stores to choose from and most people I talked to preferred Trig’s over
Pick N Save because of its produce and meat selection. Rhinelander is 39 miles
and has two discount stores, a Walmart and an Aldi’s. Travel time to each location is weather dependent; in winter months (winter weather conditions can last
for six months or more) driving to the grocer becomes more problematic due to
heavy snowfall and icy roads. I argue that in Phelps many residents have taken
alternative means to access fresh, health food via hunting, fishing, foraging,
and backyard gardening. However, all but two of my informants (a couple),
used food from hunting, fishing, and foraging as a supplement to the food they
purchased at the supermarket rather than as their primary subsistence.
Every informant interviewed for this project, except Bob and Sally
Johnsoniii, go to the grocery store for some portion of their food. Typically,
those who garden, attend farmer’s markets, or partake of Bob’s CSA, will
spend less money at the grocery store during the summer months. No one told
me that grocery shopping is convenient or an enjoyable activity. Everyone I
interviewed plans their grocery shopping trips around errands, work, or school
schedule; they also plan around sales. Many complained that their meals are
often built around what was in the house, and if they found themselves short
one ingredient for soup, for instance, they could not hop into their car and go to
the grocer to buy carrots. This predicament is similar to that found in a 2009
research project that focused on lack of private transportation, grocery store
location, and food access (Coveney and O’Dwyer 2009). Coveney and
O’Dwyer found that participants without private transportation had to rely upon social networks to get to the grocer as well as being dedicated to a routine
(2009). All residents of Phelps, whether year round or seasonal, have significant issues obtaining food from supermarkets. Every one of my informants told
me that they had to think about grocery shopping and coordinate their shopping with other errands they might be running that same day. However, this
coordination was not a problem for two retired couples I interviewed. These
couples were very active and out and about in different communities, including
those with grocery stores. For working people the coordination was more of a
hassle. Moreover, no one I interviewed was really satisfied with their options.
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They felt that not including the sale items, groceries were overpriced at the two
stores in Eagle River. One couple I interviewed informed me that they compared shopping at a store in Eagle River versus Walmart and found that shopping at Walmart saved them 25%. However, some of my informants are hesitant to shop at Walmart because of its reputation and because they know that
stores like Walmart put the grocery store in Phelps out of business. Shaw
(2006) mapped grocery stores in rural areas, but admits that the geographic
placement of access to food may not always coincide with a resident’s perception of their access to healthy food. For residents of Phelps who are seasonal,
and typically have enough income to maintain two homes, the primary barrier
to food would be the ability to easily get to the grocery store. For residents
who are year round, the geographic barrier is compounded by the fact that they
may be low income, which limits their ability to purchase gas to get to the grocer and buy healthy, fresh food once they arrive.
Martha Bylek, a long-time Phelps’ resident, does not tap into the alternative ways of obtaining food that include hunting, fishing, foraging, or
backyard gardening. She is an ambivalent supermarket shopper in that she does
not have strong feelings one way or the other about buying food or her access
to it as a resident of Phelps. Martha is a short, plump energetic woman who
wears glasses that darken in the sun. She maintains a good sense of humor that
is sometimes deadpan and sarcastic; in fact, prior to starting our interview she
handed me a recipe for a butternut squash and kale tort. “People in the CSA
don’t know what to do with the kale” she joked, “They have kale coming out
of their ears. Give this recipe to them.” She tells me that 100% of what she eats
comes from the grocery store in Rhinelander, which is a 45 minute drive from
Phelps. She does not do the grocery shopping for her family; her daughter,
Allison, does it. Allison attends college in Rhinelander and coordinates the
family’s shopping around her school schedule. Martha thinks it is inconvenient
to travel so far for groceries, but does not feel passionately about the lack of a
grocer in Phelps as some of my other informants do. Martha informs me that
everything she purchases is typically on sale. The meals the family eats are
decided by that main factor. Due to her manner of procuring food, there is no
question that she lives in a region of the country that lacks easy access to food.
My informants Bob and Sally Johnson would be considered “back to
landers” as described by Gross (2009) because, according to them, only 2% of
their foodiv comes from the supermarket. Moreover, Bob exchanges food for
many other goods and services, and would prefer to give away the food he
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grows on his farm but his wife will not let him because they need the income.
They provide almost all of the food they put on their table through their own
efforts. For the winter months, they rely on garden vegetables that Sally cans.
Due to time spent farming, Bob does not have time to hunt, fish, or forage, but
he does raise lambs, cows, chickens, and pigs on his farm that he sells and that
provide all of the meat for him and his wife. Bob loves the earth, the soil, vegetables, sowing, harvesting, and everything in between that farmers must do to
keep their land thriving and productive. This is strenuous work and Bob is not
a young man. He is in his 60s but will tell you that he is doing exactly what he
wants to be doing, and he seems to possess endless energy. He loves his farm
and he gets satisfaction from providing fresh, chemical-free vegetables to the
community through the CSA he runs. The reason for their self- reliance is twofold: Bob loves growing vegetables, and they find it more financially viable to
produce their own food than to spend money in the grocery store. He works
long hours to make this happen, but for them it works financially, and both will
tell you they do it for their health. Sally describes that prior to meeting Bob she
did not eat chemical and pesticide-free food, nor did she eat as many vegetables as she does today. Bob would give away his produce, if he could; as he
puts it, he was blessed with the ability to grow food, and a way for him to pass
on his blessings is to give away food. Because of this perspective, he does not
care for bartering, and puts a wrench in any sort of reciprocal relationship. He
wants to be able to give his food away with no strings. When I asked him during our interview about bartering, he stated that he does not prefer it because
then there is something hanging over his head; there is an imaginary ledger that
he has to think about, and worry how he is going to break even.
Timothy Smith is the only other person who raises animals for consumption and sale that I interviewed. Timothy resembles a lumberjack more
than a farmer. He is tall and wiry with thick brown hair and a dark beard. His
wife Lillian is a former teacher who fell in love with weaving and quit teaching
to pursue that passion. They explain to me that they have raised many different
animals over the years, but finally settled on sheep because they are easy to
raise, and he is able to bring in money from the sale of the meat as well as selling ewes at market. In the past they had raised chickens but found them to be
too much work, particularly keeping them penned in. They have thought about
grass-fed cows, but do not think they have the amount of land it takes to support grass-eating cows. Sheep simply eat less and take up less space. Timothy
and Lillian get all of their meat from their farm or from other farmers who
raise animals. In fact, their meals are based around what meat is in the refriger-
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ator. When asked what they would be eating for dinner that evening, Lillian
looked at her husband who laughed and shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “I
don’t know.” Apparently he is responsible for dinner on the weekends, and
hadn’t yet thought about it because it was still morning. Typically, he goes into
the freezer, picks out a meat, and plans the meal around that. Others I interviewed bought their meat from farmers rather than from getting it at the grocer.
Community members spoke fondly of the penultimate owner of the “Big
Store” in Phelps because he was a skilled butcher. People in Phelps take their
meat more seriously than they do their produce; seeking out a good cut of meat
or hunting and fishing were much more prevalent than backyard gardens, going
to the farmers’ market, or acquiring produce in some other way.
According to Gross (2009), “Freegans” provision themselves with
food by foraging in the natural environment along with searching for and consuming food that has been thrown out by others. They eat locally but must
travel to forage for food and dumpster dive for others’ castoffs. Many locals
and visitors in Phelps forage for food, mainly berries, but some individuals
also forage for mushrooms. v It is possible to pick blueberries, blackberries,
and raspberries in and around Phelps. Lillian Smith, the weaver, is a raspberry
forager, and for the past couple of years has picked so many that she has rented
a space at a farmers’ market in a nearby town. The minimal monetary gain she
gets from selling her berries once a year at a farmers’ market cannot explain
her desire to pick so many berries that she has to sell them instead of consume
them. She likes berry picking, but does not rhapsodize about it in the way that
another informant Jacob does. Several people informed me that some berry
pickers, whether it is blueberries, blackberries or raspberries, have their favorite berry picking locales. They create real and imagined boundaries around
their favorite spot by tying a flag near the patch or keeping the location a secret. Individuals go back to their spots each year. This activity creates a bond
between nature and the forager. I recall my family having a favorite raspberry
and blueberry spot that we would return to year after year. A keen sense of
what is happening seasonally is necessary in order to return to the spot at the
precise time when the berries can be picked. This requires knowledge about the
weather, the growing season, and the optimal time to pick. Individuals come
across this knowledge through observation, trial and error, conversations with
others, and perhaps a radio program or article. Foragers are also aware that
they might be treading in someone else’s berry patch, which ensures that most
people self-regulate their foraging behavior because they would not want
someone to “steal” from their berry patch so they will not steal from another’s.
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Gross’s article (2009) does not address hunting and fishing, which are
other ways that Phelps’ residents provide food for immediate and future consumption. Lynn Deckner, her husband and son fill her refrigerator and freezer
with fish, fowl, bear, and deer that lasts them through the winter. In an interview she relays that her family acquires a majority of the meat they consume
from hunting and fishing. I did not conduct a structured interview with Lynn’s
husband, but I interacted with him on an informal basis on several occasions.
Throughout the summer he could be found at two farms in the community talking with the owners. Lynn’s family also has a small raised bed garden behind
their house. Although David Deckner is a hunter, he also has an interest in
growing crops from what I could ascertain in my conversations with him. During our interview, Lynn states, “my husband’s dream is to become a farmer
who grows fresh produce and has cows and other animals.” In talking with her
I do not believe that David experiences hunting in the same way that, another
informant, Jacob Frank does, but he feels connected enough to it that he wants
to make a living from it. He is also able to provide meat for his family.
Jacob Frank loves hunting and foraging for food such as wild rice and
berries. His idea of hunting has shifted over the years. In the past, he hunted
deer annually, but would mostly fish and hunt fowl. Nowadays he does not
hunt, and his fishing practices are mostly catch and release. When he talks
about fishing for trout it is with reverence and awe for their beauty. He talks
about fishing for trout over the summer; catching a beautiful fish, admiring the
markings, and then releasing it. When he describes this experience, he motions
with his arms how he gently places the fish back in the river. He states that he
could never kill and eat something as beautiful as a trout and he describes the
coloring in detail. He also talks about a recent sojourn he took with his daughter-in-law to watch fish spawn in the river. He relays that they sat by the river,
quietly watching the fish. Even with the decrease in hunting, Jacob contends
that he still hunts, but now it is with a camera. About halfway through our conversation at the dinner table, he points to a desk in the living room. On the desk
rests an expensive camera with a huge telephoto lens. He will travel into the
woods to take photos of birds and any other animals he comes across. He considers this hunting and relates that photography “feeds the hunting piece of my
hunter gatherer personality.” Jacob has a difficult time going one day without
photographing, fishing, or foraging for food, and he articulates that and names
his activities as such; he is philosophical about his relationship with animals
and nature. Jacob did not grow up in a family that hunted or foraged for food.
As a young man, he was being groomed to take over the family business in

51

Illinois. He does not look like the stereotypical, modern hunter who might don
camouflage or blaze orange for deer hunting. He looks bookish. In conversation he circles back to the idea of hunting and foraging for food several times,
and when talking about this topic his face holds a combination of awe and seriousness. He will tell you that he craves the feeling that provisioning food via
foraging gives him, and that he feels unsettled if day goes by where he is not
out in nature.
For my interview with the Franks, I sit with Jacob and his wife Sarah
on a beautiful, sunny fall afternoon discussing food and Phelps. Sarah is a book
-loving librarian. They tell me that they were heavily involved with a food cooperative in Phelps years ago, but it went defunct when the food cooperative in
Madison, WI went out of business. The way in which this particular food cooperative operated was that a truck filled with foodstuffs, such as grains, canned
goods, produce drove up from Madison every month. Members would meet the
truck, unload it, and take home their goods. They speak positively about this
one-way to access food, but they do not seem eager to attempt to bring this
type of food accessibility back to Phelps. They are passionate about wanting a
grocery store. Jacob and Sarah have probably experimented the most with regard to the different ways that they access food. They have used a food co-op,
tended a backyard garden, foraged, hunted, fished, and picked wild rice. In
May of 2011 they moved to a new home, and their way of accessing food has
shifted due to the soil on their property, and the fact that they are still settling
in and figuring out how they are going to grow their own food, and possibly
keep small animals.
Jacob forages for berries and helps out his daughter-in-law with her
garden and is able to procure vegetables that way, but they currently do not
utilize alternative methods of acquiring food nearly as much as in the past.
They estimate that they purchase most of the food they eat today from the grocer. At their old home on the lake, they provided much more food for themselves. They had a large garden, raised chickens, rabbits, and fowl for food,
and Jacob was photographing / “hunting” animals, and foraging for berries and
rice. Other community members I spoke with in structured interviews and informal conversations, did not have this particular connection with nature.
Many hunted, fished, and foraged but did not feel the urge in their bones to get
outside and engage with nature on a daily basis; or, maybe they did and just
did not recognize it, or could not name it. Most either enjoyed these activities,
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or saw it as a way to stock the refrigerator with food. Jacob is decidedly different.
Discussion
Soon after the Obamas entered the White House it became evident
that the First Lady’s main initiative was to decrease obesity statistics across the
United States, specifically childhood obesity. One hypothesis related to obesity
is that limited access to fresh, healthy foods increases obesity in a population.
To that end, the Economic Research Division (ERS) of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA 2009) issued a report to Congress titled
“Access to Affordable and Nutritious Food: Measuring and Understanding
Food Deserts and Their Consequences.” This report outlines a number of ways
in which to measure limited access to healthy foods by region, as well as mapping and identifying low income census tracts that have limited access to
healthy food. The Food Desert Locator Map is the tool the ERS first utilized to
pinpoint food access tracts. The first map included United States Census tract
information to map geographic areas designated as low-income, and the presence of supermarkets and large grocery stores as indicators that residents have
access to healthy food. A few years after the map was published, it became
evident that the specificity of the map was lacking since the map only determined food desert status based upon the percentage of low income residents of
a particular census tract plus the number of grocery stores in the region. The
map neglected to take into account community supported agriculture (CSA)
projects, farmers’ markets, and direct sales, to name just a few ways that individuals access healthy food not found at the grocer. In 2013, the ERS introduced the Food Environment Atlas Map and the Food Access Research Atlas
both of which have more detailed information about various ways in which
individuals purchase healthy food via traditional routes (the grocery store) and
alternative routes (CSAs, farmers’ markets, etc.) The Food Access Research
Atlas continues to pull data at the census tract level, the same as the Food Desert Locator Map, however, it has added more geographic distance variables to
show at what level a community lacks access to health food due to distance, as
well as the percentage of people in the census tract who have access to a vehicle. The Food Environment Atlas outlines considerably more data vi including
store and restaurant availability, food assistance numbers, household and child
food insecurity, food prices, small-scale slaughterhouses, greenhouses, berry
and orchard farms, and direct farm sales information; however, this information is at the county level not the census tract level so it is difficult to ascer-
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tain access to these goods and services across county boundaries and at a level
that requires more specificity, such as the rural town (ERS-USDA 2014).
Both of these tools ensure that the food desert locator map is accessing and processing standardized information for consistent results across the
United States, but when one takes into account that healthy foods are accessible in other ways, specifically through informal networks or networks that are
not commercialized enough to be considered for the map, the accuracy of the
USDA mapping tools becomes questionable. Moreover, individuals in rural
areas, particularly in northern Wisconsin, tend to hunt, fish, forage, and backyard garden which does not appear on any of the USDA maps. An ethnographic research project, along with US Census tract information and data from other governmental entities, provides richer, more accurate and detailed information about the food desert and food insecurity status of a rural town. Due to
variability across and within rural and urban areas the use of a category such as
food desert is complicated while USDA tools to determine food desert status
are not adequate to differentiate the variables across and within communities.
However, as more individuals in the United States become food insecure, governmental and non-governmental organizations are struggling to find similarities across sites to provide solutions to the problem of food insecurity. viii
In order to push forward Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move Initiative ix
agenda, areas that have limited access to healthy food due to geographic, financial, or knowledge-based limitations are identified by the USDA’s Food Access Research Atlas and the Food Environment Atlas so that solutions can be
created and implemented. Part of the Let’s Move project is the Healthy Food
Financing Initiative which has the goal of expanding healthy food access in
food insecure areas by equipping more grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and
corner stores with the capability of providing healthy food; however, as this
program has rolled out it seems to focus primarily on bringing chain supermarkets to food deserts. Of note is that the new Food Environment Atlas is unable
to map alternative ways to access healthy food beyond the supermarket and
formalized commercial agricultural businesses; moreover, information for the
alternative agricultural businesses that are part of this map was gathered in
2007, which does not capture new business ventures or farmers’ markets. Also
of importance to note is that the Food Environment Atlas only maps at the
county level which limits specificity when one is researching a town located in
a county that is 1,000 square miles. Areas such as Phelps that have farmers’
markets and community supported agriculture projects that are not commercial
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or formalized enough to make it on the atlas along with roadside stands, community gardens, and other methods to access healthy food remain unaccounted
for on the food desert map. This is an oversight that does not take into account
a community’s response to being located in an area without a supermarket. It
also does not take into account individuals’ motivation to forage, hunt, and fish
as a way to provide for their family.
The Food Access Research Atlas, which took the place of the Food
Desert Locator, continues to assume that supermarkets, which typically are
owned by large corporations, are the only manner in which healthy food might
be acquired. ErnstFriedman (2011) points out that this component of the Let’s
Move Initiative, one that offers large-scale solutions with a focus on chain supermarkets, might prohibit local, community-based solutions and instead continue to promote the current food system that created the inequity in food consumption in the first place. The Phelps supermarket, which was locally owned,
started to decline in goods offered and popularity approximately a decade ago.
Once the Walmart opened two decades ago in a town an hour away, and Eagle
River, the tourist town 15 minutes away opened two larger grocery stores, the
“Big Store”x in Phelps could not compete. At the end of its life, the supermarket in Phelps was selling rotting vegetables and meat described as “grey” by
one of my informants.
A literature search uncovers the fact that there is a plethora of research around the topic of urban food systems in the United States. There are
also studies that highlight the food systems in the Midwest that are in the agricultural food belt; however, there is a dearth of research on the topic of the
food systems in rural towns located outside of the agricultural food system.
Phelps is decidedly rural; however, it is not a typical rural town because of the
tourist component. There are seasonal residents who flow in and out of Phelps,
which adds a level of complexity to the current food system. Seasonal residents
need to purchase healthy food too, but they have the financial means to travel
to Eagle River and pay tourist prices at the supermarket. There are a few ways
that individuals in the Phelps, Wisconsin area are able to obtain the food that
they eat. In some respects it is similar, although less convenient, to the ways in
which most urban and suburban dwellers obtain their food. A special drive to
the supermarket or a specialty store for meats, wine, or cheeses occurs in both
rural and urban areas; however, when one compares (sub)urban food sources to
those in Phelps, Phelps actually has more choices and sources. This ethnographic research project has illustrated the idea that even though Phelps was
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labeled a food desert on the USDA’s Food Desert Locator map and has indicators of food insecurity on the new mapping tools provided by the USDA, there
are a variety of options available. It is also a complex research site. In order to
purchase food from the grocer, residents have to travel at least 16 miles, but at
the same time residents live in a food rich environment that includes fish, fowl,
deer, berries, apples, mushrooms, and other edible animals and plants. It might
even be considered a food oasis if one has the skills and time to hunt, fish, forage, plant, raise animals, and the knowledge and skills to preserve these foods
for winter. Most significantly, Phelps’ residents do not have to enter the marketplace for certain items nor is food solely a commodity to be bought and
sold. There are alternative ways of procuring foods that local and seasonal residents and tourists have access to that tap into a way of attainment that challenges the notion that Phelps is food insecure. Residents have developed ways
to provision for themselves that are atypical.This frames the conversation
about the food system in Phelps as adaptive and positive, and illuminates pathways that individuals in rural areas can take to access food. Welsh and
MacRae (1998) suggest that the only way in which a community can attain
food security, in other words become a food oasis instead of a food desert, is to
move beyond the hegemony of the current food system that defines food as a
commodity and people as strictly consumers. The authors develop the notion
of food citizenship and food democracy to focus attention on the inequalities
that exist in the North American food system due to capitalism, consumerism,
and the commodification of food. Currently, there are alternative trends in the
United States that are attempting to find gaps in the food system in order to
eliminate the food disparities that can be found amongst the low income population as well as marginalized rural populations.
Conclusion
Residents of Phelps, WI procure their food in a variety of ways. They
go to the grocer in Eagle River or Rhinelander, and they also hunt, fish, forage,
and tend backyard gardens. They procure food in ways that are not taken into
account by the USDA tools that map and categorize areas in the United States
as food deserts. Phelps also defies the definition of food desert as discussed in
the literature, as well as in everyday nomenclature, because there is plenty of
food available if one has the willingness, time, and skills to hunt, fish, garden,
or forage. This research project broadens the discourse concerning existing
literature on food deserts and food insecurity because it provides a unique case
study of individuals adapting to the erasure of their supermarket. To be sure,
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some residents have always hunted, fished, and foraged because that is the way
of life in Phelps; however, nowadays some of my informants placed higher
value on these processes because there was not convenient access to a grocer.
Moreover, Phelps offers a complicated food landscape because local and seasonal residents’ incomes range across the spectrum. Seasonal residents have
the means to grocery shop at the expensive stores in Eagle River and may have
more time to tend a garden and participate in alternative food procurement
methods. Local residents may have more skills and knowledge to hunt, fish,
and forage than seasonal residents from the city. Quantitative and qualitative
analysis at the individual and family level illustrates the complex nature of this
research site.
Ethnographic research illuminates the need for a more sophisticated
tool from the USDA to better assess food desert areas with increased specificity and more information about the multitude of ways individuals procure their
food. Informal networks and businesses too small or minimally commercialized must be taken into account by mapping tools if food deserts and food insecure areas are to be identified and appropriate interventions established. Only
recognizing those businesses and systems legitimized by capitalistic processes
minimizes human beings’ adaptive capabilities and ignores alternative ways of
procuring food. Offering solutions to the problem of food insecurity requires
analysis and data using both quantitative and qualitative research methods as
well as research projects that take into account a specific locale, whether urban,
suburban, or rural, as well as environmental factors related to climate and landscape.
Afterword
The last question I ask of all my interview participantsxi is “What are
you having for dinner tonight and where does the food come from?” Sarah and
Jacob are having a huge bonfire tonight with family. Jacob proclaims “a bonfire is not officially a bonfire unless it can be seen from space.” They share that
they will be eating chicken they purchased from a supplier who travels
throughout the region, vegetables from their daughter-in-law’s garden, and
wild rice that Jacob picked. He imparts that he has wild rice from the time he
went gathering in the early 2000s, and he can’t recall the exact year but believes it was a while ago. He picked so much rice that it has lasted him until
today. He states that he goes to upper Michigan to pick his wild rice where it
grows so abundantly it is not possible to pick it all. All of the food eaten by
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Jacob and his family, except the chicken, would not be detected by the USDA
Research Atlas. This is unfortunate because it does not recognize the multifaceted and interesting ways in which human beings procure food that is not
part of the commodity system of capitalism. It also ignores human beings’ ability to adapt to circumstances that make buying food at a supermarket timeconsuming and inefficient. As I am getting ready to leave, Sarah and Jacob
invite me to attend the bonfire later today, but I must regretfully decline due to
a prior commitment. I look forward to taking them up on their offer some other
time, because I would really like to taste Jacob’s hand-picked wild rice.

Acknowledgements
I am deeply grateful to the people of Phelps for allowing me to sit at their table
to discuss their lives, the foods they eat, and how they procure them. I want to
say a heartfelt thank you to my thesis advisor, Dr. Tracey Heatherington, who
gives constant encouragement and gentle pushes, when needed. I would also
like to thank members of my thesis committee, Dr. Perley and Dr. Ajirotutu,
for their insightful comments about this chapter. Finally, I would like to
acknowledge the Field Notes editors and reviewers for their time and helpful
critiques.

58 FOOD IN A RURAL TOWN

References
An, Ruopeng and Roland Sturm
2012 School and Residential Neighborhood Food Environment and Diet
Among California Youth. American Journal of Preventive Medicine
42(2):129-135.
Community Food Security Coalition
2008 http://www.sustainableagriculture.net/our-work/mktg-rd/farm-toschool-community-food-security, accessed May 31, 2014.
Coveney, John and Lisel A. O’Dwyer
2009 Effects of Mobility and Location on Food Access. Health & Place
15:45-55.
Cummins, Steven and Sally MacIntyre
2002 A Systematic Study of an Urban Foodscape: The Price and Availa
bility of Food in Greater Glasgow. Urban Studies 39(11):215-2130.
ErnstFriedman, Kelly
2011 USDA “Food Desert” Demarcation is a Starting Point for Localized
Research and Resolutions. Anthropology News 52(7):S14-S16.
Economic Research Service (ERS), U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
N.d. Access to Affordable and Nutritious Food – Measuring and Under
standing Food Deserts and Their Consequences: Report to Congress.
http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/ap-administrative-publication/
ap-036.aspx#.U4qiZy-1eb8 accessed May 31, 2014.
Economic Research Service (ERS), U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA).
N.d. Food Access Research Atlas, http://www.ers.usda.gov/dataproducts/food-access-research-atlas.aspx, accessed May 31, 2014.
Economic Research Service (ERS), U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA).
N.d. Food Environment Atlas. http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/
food-environment-atlas.aspx accessed May 31, 2014.
Garth, Hanna
2009 Things Became Scarce: Food Availability and Accessibility in Santi
ago de Cuba Then and Now. NAPA Bulletin 32:178-192.
Gross Joan
2009 Capitalism and Its Discontents: Back-to-the-Lander and Freegan
Foodways in Rural Oregon. Food and Foodways 17:57-79.
Kendall, A and Kennedy, E
1998 Domestic Food and Security – Position of ADA. J Am Diet Assoc.
98:337-342.
Larsen, Kristian and Jason Gilliland

59

2009 A Farmers’ Market in a Food Desert: Evaluating Impacts on the
Price and Availability of Healthy Food. Health & Place 15:11581162.
Lee, Helen
2012 The Role of Local Food Availability in Explaining Obesity Risk
Among Young School-Aged Children. Social Science & Medicine
74:1193-1203.
Maxwell, Simon
1996 Food Security: A Post-modern Perspective. Food Policy 21(2):155170.
McEntee, Jesse
2009 Highlighting Food Inadequacies: Does the Food Desert Metaphor
Help This Cause? British Food Journal 3(4):349-363.
Michimi, Akihiko and Michael C. Wimberly
2010 Associations of Supermarket Accessibility with Obesity and Fruit
and Vegetable Consumption in the Conterminous United States. Inter
national Journal of Health Geographics 9(49):1-14.
Shaw, Hillary J.
2006 Food deserts: Towards the Development of a Classification. Human
Geography 88(2): 231-247.
Welsh, Jennifer and Rod MacRae
1998 Food Citizenship and Community Food Security: Lessons from To
ronto, Canada. Canadian Journal of Development Studies 19(4):237255.
Wisconsin Food Security Project
2012 Website: http://www.uwex.edu/ces/flp/cfs/index.cfm, accessed on
July 23, 2012.

60 FOOD IN A RURAL TOWN

Notes
i

Vilas County spans 1,000 square miles.
This map is no longer accessible online due to the USDA recent change of the
mapping tools used to target food desert areas.
iii
All informants’ names have been changed to protect their identity.
iv
Mainly wheat and sugar
v
I did not meet anyone in Phelps who consumes throwaway food.
vi
160 indicators of the food environment.
vii
The Food Environment Atlas gathered data from The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention for the statistics on obesity, diabetes, and physical activity; the National Cancer Institute for indicators on recreation centers;
USDA's Agricultural Marketing Service for indicators on farmers' markets;
USDA's Food and Nutrition Service for information on State-level food and
nutrition assistance program participation rates; and the National Farm-toSchool Network for statistics on farm-to-school programs.
viii
As reported above, the USDA shifted their mapping tools in response to their
first tool, The Food Desert Locator Map which was deemed unsuitable so tools
with more specificity were created.
ix
The Let’s Move Initiative was launched by the First Lady on February 9,
2010 to combat childhood obesity in one generation. http://
www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/first-lady-michelle-obama-launches-lets
-move-americas-move-raise-a-healthier-genera
x
Historically, Phelps, WI is a company town where workers in the lumber business were paid in tokens that could only be used at the “Big Store.” That name
continued to be used even as different owners changed the official name.
xi
See Appendix A for interview questions.
ii
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Appendix
Interview Questions
1. Please tell me how you obtain the food you eat.
2. How often during the month do you go to the store to purchase food? Where
do you typically go to do this? What foods do you typically purchase? I know
about the grocery stores in Eagle River, WI and the convenience store in
Phelps, WI. Are there any other places you go to purchase food?
3. Do you think you have easy access to affordable, healthy, fresh food?
4. What types of food, if any, do you obtain in a way that does not involve going to a store? Do you fish, hunt, or garden? If so, what percentage of your diet
comes from store-bought food, and what percentage comes from food you have
obtained in other ways?
5. Are you satisfied with the grocery store in Eagle River, WI? What do you
think about the convenience store in Phelps, WI?
6. Do you recall the grocery store that was in Phelps? Do you think Phelps
should still have a grocery store?
7. Tell me about the Farmers' Market in Phelps, WI. If you attend, how often?
What sorts of things do you purchase there? Do you think they could offer other types of foods, or are you satisfied with what they offer? Please explain.
8. How long have you lived in Phelps, WI?
9. Please tell me what you know about the history of Phelps.
10. How do you think Phelps, and its residents, have been impacted by Phelps's
history as a logging town?
11. How do you think Phelps is doing economically?
12. Do you have anything you would like to add?
13. What are you having for dinner tonight and where does the food come
from?

